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Numerical Simulation of
Partial Discharge Propagation in
Cable Joints Using the Finite
Difference Time Domain Method
Key Words: Partial discharge (PD) propagation, cable joint models, finite difference time domain
(FDTD) method, PD location, PD sensors, calibration
In the previous article in this series [1], we discussedthe simulation of PD propagation through electro-magnetic modeling. Continuing this series, we report
on the PD propagation and detection in cable joints.
A cascade of breakdowns in a series of 150 kV termina-
tions on one day in 1993 caused a major blackout in the
Netherlands [2] and recently, some 240 kV cable joints
failed in Singapore. In almost every case, PD is a prede-
cessor to breakdown of polymer insulation. Using sensi-
tive PD detection that distinguishes between external
noise and internal PD, defects can often be detected dur-
ing field testing, prior to breakdown. Capacitive, induc-
tive, galvanic, or directional coupling methods are
available for sensing PD [3]-[5].
Criteria for choosing a sensing method include sensitiv-
ity and the ability to distinguish noise from PD. This article
compares sensing principles based on the use of electro-
magnetic simulation of PD propagation in a cable joint.
The propagation of pulses in cables can be simulated us-
ing equivalent circuit models [6]. However, as a result of
the complex nature of cable joints, such an analysis cannot
be carried out with sufficient accuracy by equivalent cir-
cuits or analytically as for gas-insulated switchgear (GIS)
[7]. Instead, a numerical electromagnetic method (FDTD)
is applied. This facilitates determining through computa-
tion the output signal of the sensors for various PD loca-
tions within the cable joint, a task that would be very
difficult and time consuming by experimental methods.
Cable Joint Modeled
The cable joint [8]-[9] being modeled is a silicone rub-
ber 110 kV slip-on joint made by Pirelli for 500 mm2
(1000 kcmil) conductors. The splice body is 865 mm (35
inches) long by 172 mm (7 inches) in diameter and is part
of a cable joint family extending to 550 kV. A longitudinal
cross section is shown in Fig. 1.
The manufacturer provided the dielectric constants for
cross-linked polyethylene (XLPE) and silicone rubber, see
Table I. The values for the epoxy are within the typical
range (er = 4 - 5). The dielectric parameters of the conduc-
tive silicone rubber needed to be treated with care, as the
FDTD algorithm used here did not accommodate the
strong frequency dependence of the permittivity. The
permittivity of the conductive silicone rubber was adjusted
for the best match between the simulated and measured re-
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sults for a pulse that travels through the cable joint. In this
way, an “effective” permittivity was obtained. Given the
short lengths of the high-voltage cables at either end of the
cable joint in the numerical model, the cable semiconduct-
ing layers have little influence on the PD pulse (<1 dB).
Data on typical values can be found in [10]-[11]. The simu-
lation was validated by the methods shown in [1]. As the
computational model is not valid above 400 MHz, all data
were low-pass filtered at 300 MHz. The Fidelity FDTD
code was used in this effort [12].
Comparison of Cable Joint PD Sensors
The sensors investigated through electromagnetic sim-
ulation are shown in Fig. 2. Each sensor was optimized
through numerical simulation.
 Configuration A is based on [13]. Two capacitive elec-
trodes are used.
 Configuration B is similar to the one used in the
BEWAG prequalification of 400 kV XLPE cables at
CESI and uses one large electrode around the joint.
 Configuration C has been derived from A. It uses 360°
electrodes to reduce the effect of the azimuthal PD loca-
tion.
 Configuration D uses two longitudinal electrodes.
Noise that travels along thecable is suppressedbydiffer-
ential amplification of the potential between the elec-
trodes.
 Configuration E uses electrodes on either side of the
joint for directional coupling [5].
PD Locations
Although PD can occur at almost any location within
the cable joint, the field distribution and practical experi-
ence guided the location of the PD sources (Fig. 3). The
interface between the XLPE of the cable and the silicone
rubber (location 3) is critical, as it is stressed by a parallel
electric field and is mounted on site. PD at this interface
has caused a number of breakdowns [2]. The largest field
strength occurs at the edge of the conductor connection
shield (location 1). Location 4 simulates a faulty outer
semicon layer.
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Silicon Rubber Conductive Silicon Rubber
Stress Cone Electrostatic Shield for the
Conductor Connection
Figure 1. Longitudinal cross-section of a 110 kV silicone rubber
slip-on cable joint shown without the cable. It was simulated in
a through, not in a cross over, configuration.
Table I. Dielectric Parameter Used for Modeling the Cable Joint
Epsilon Conductivity [S/m]
Cable XLPE 2.3 0
Semicon of the cable 30.0 2
Silicone rubber 3.2 0
Conductive silicone rubber 90.0 0.5
Epoxy 5.0 0.0055
Two Electrodes at the Side
One ElectrodeElectrode
50 Ohm Cable
Two Electrodes, Radial Split
Two Electrodes, Longitudinal Split






Figure 2. Configuration of PD sensing electrodes attached to the
cable joint.
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For sensor style A, the PDs were close to the sensor and
180° away from the sensing electrode (“crossed”) leading
to a total of 8 PD locations.
Configuration D was treated in a similar fashion. To
test the influence of symmetry on the sensor output sig-
nals, the PD source was located within the plane of the
electrode split (configuration D) and 90° from it.
Obviously, PD can occur in an infinite number of loca-
tions. Showing that a sensor maintains reasonable sensi-
tivity for all the PD locations investigated does not prove
that it will work for all possible locations. But lack of sen-
sitivity at one of the PD locations investigated is sufficient
to rule out a sensor.
As excitation, a Gaussian-shaped current pulse was
used with a bandwidth of 500 MHz (FWHH of 0.6 ns).
As a current is forced within nonconducting media, an
electrostatic field is established by the pulse, as space
charge will be left after the current flow ceases. This is
similar to having the first PD in a space-charge free dielec-
tric driven by an external electric field.
Results
In the following, some typical results are discussed;
more details can be found in [9]. Sensor configuration D
is based on the differential signal from the electrodes in
order to suppress the signal from pulses that travel along
the cable. If pure symmetry were maintained, detection
of PD in all locations would not be possible. For that rea-
son, the symmetry was broken by offsetting the output
coax cables (see Fig. 4).
If a signal travels along the cable, both output signals
are very similar (Fig. 5), and interference from such sig-
nals is suppressed through differential amplification.
However, the question remains whether a PD signal will
be detected from all 8 PD locations investigated. Two lo-
cations are shown in Fig. 6, both of which are along the
interface between the XLPE and the silicone rubber. The
output signals are shown in Fig. 7. While a PD at loca-
tion A would produce a good difference signal, the sig-
nal would be much smaller for PD at location B and
might be taken as residual noise from pulses propagating
down the cable.
Estimation of the PD Location
With the knowledge of the propagation velocity
through the cable joint and the time delay between
the signals observed to the left and to the right of a ca-
ble joint, an estimate of the PD location can be given.
The accuracy of such an estimate can be evaluated by
simulation.
Figure 8(a) shows the currents to the left and right of
the cable joint for PD location 2 (Fig. 3). Given that the
average electromagnetic propagation velocity in the ca-
ble is 0.53 that of the speed of light and the measured PD
delay is 2.6 ns, the estimated PD location is quite close to
the actual PD source. But this picture changes if PD loca-
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Loc 1 Loc 2
Loc 3
Loc 4
Shield of the Conductor
Connection Conductor Stress Cone XLPE
Figure 3. Locations of the simulated PD.
Coax for Sensor Output
Split Between
Electrodes
Coax for Sensor Output
Figure 4. Detail of the output coax cables and the split for sen-
sor configuration D. To provide better visibility of the inner sen-
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Figure 5. Signals at the two electrodes for a pulse that travels
along the cable. Differential amplification of these signals will
suppress such interference.
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tion 1 is analyzed as shown in Fig. 8(b). Now a delay of
2.8 ns is computed. If one estimates the PD location based
on this delay and the average propagation velocity, a loca-
tion on the outer stress cone is obtained, although the PD
is actually at the conductor shield, which shows that the
cable joint is too complex for intuitive analysis.
Charge Estimation
In a standard PD measurement, the charge injected by
the PD is measured from the low-frequency (e.g., 400
kHz) component, which provides effective integration of
the PD pulse induced electromagnetic oscillations within
the test system. Wideband PD detection improves the
achievable signal-to-noise ratio [6]. Calibration of VHF
PD measurement methods requires careful consider-
ation, and in not every case can a calibration comparable
to the standard low-bandwidth PD measurement be
achieved. Typically, a pulse of known charge is injected
into the high-voltage cable, and the peak voltage deliv-
ered by the sensor is measured. A meaningful calibration
factor is obtained through the ratio of the injected charge
to the peak voltage, as long as the injected pulse is narrow
enough that the waveshape of the voltage at the sensor
output is the impulse response of the sensor system. To
obtain the data shown in Table II, the sensor concepts
were calibrated as outlined above to obtain a calibration
factor of pC/V. The PDs were then simulated inside the
joint, and the charge they injected into the high-voltage
cable was calculated (Table II, column 2).
To analyze how well the different sensors estimate
these charges, the sensor output voltage was multiplied
by a calibration factor to obtain the charge value. The
largest value (by magnitude) was taken as the charge esti-
mate. Table II normalizes these values to the charge in-
jected into the high-voltage cable (columns 3-7) to obtain
a relative charge error. Cells within the table with a rela-
tive charge error greater than 3 or less than 0.33 are
shaded.
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PD - A
PD - B
Figure 6. Two PD positions on the XLPE-silicone rubber inter-

























Figure 7. Output signals at the two electrodes for the topology
shown in Fig. 6 for PD locations A and B. Differential amplifi-
cation of the signals shown in the upper graph would result in a
large signal. However, such amplification of the signals in the
lower graph would result in a very small signal, which might be











Figure 8. Currents to the left and right of the cable joint for PD
at location 2(a) and 1(b) (Fig. 3). Currents are normalized to
their peak values, as only the signal delay is of interest.
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Only measurements taken at the cable (sensor configu-
ration E) have errors of less than 3 for all PD locations in-
vestigated. In addition, all other methods estimate an
incorrect polarity for PD location 4 (in some cases this
was a near miss, as the positive and the negative peak val-
ues were of nearly the same magnitude). To investigate
the influence of symmetry, PD locations have been moved
by 90° or 180° relative to the PD sensor. Data for such
sources are marked by an “x” in Table II.
All methods that attempted to suppress noise by taking
the difference from two-sensor outputs (configurations
A, C, and D) failed to detect PD in one or many PD loca-
tions. The only method that distinguished reliably be-
tween noise from the outside of the joint and PD from
within the joint was the directional couplers attached to
the cables (notwithstanding that other methods that at-
tach sensors to the cable may also be as efficient and pro-
vide larger signals for certain PD locations).
Conclusions
This article shows that electromagnetic simulation can
be applied to solve practical problems in high-voltage sys-
tems that involve complex geometries. Electromagnetic
simulations help to select a PD sensor system to provide:
 optimal PD coupling in the desired frequency range
 the ability to distinguish between noise and PD
 good sensitivity for a wide range of PD locations.
Further applications of such simulations include PD
detection and location in cable terminations, the pulse
propagation in semi-shielded (e.g., concentric neutral)
HV-cables, and PD and transient pulse propagation in
SF6-insulated apparatus, where much wider bandwidths
are of concern as a result of the relatively small high-fre-
quency attenuation of such systems. The next paper in
this series will discuss the latter problem.
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Table II. Relative Charge Error for the Sensor Concepts
PD Loc. Charge Injected intoHigh-Voltage Cable Charge Error Relative to the Charge in the High-Voltage Cable Configurations
E D B A C
1 2.2 pC 0.42 1.3 1.3 1.7 1.45
1x 1.3 0.45
2 0.1 pC 2.9 20 25.9 113 24
2x 34.8 16.3
3 1 pC 0.37 0.63 0.67 3 1.2
3x 0.63 0.06
4 0.014pC 2.3 -4.5 -2.2 -5.4 -2
4x -3 -0.6
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